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POLITICAL IDEAS AND ISSUES (PSC 12400)
Fall 2020
Mo/We 11 – 12.15
NAC 1/203
Instructor: Carlo Invernizzi Accetti
Email: caccetti@ccny.cuny.edu
Office Hours: By appointment
This course aims to provide a broad introduction to some of the main ideas in the history
of the Western tradition of political thought. It follows a chronological path and is divided
in two parts. In the first part, we look at classical Greek and Christian political thought both
in antiquity and during the Middle Ages, focusing in particular on works by Plato, Aristotle,
Polybius, Cicero, Augustine and Aquinas, as well as well as some extracts from both the
Jewish Bible and the Christian New Testament. In the second part, we look at what is
commonly referred to as the ‘modern’ period in the history of western political thought,
from the Protestant Reformation to the end of the 19th century. Here we will be focusing
on works by Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Montesquieu, Marx, Tocqueville and
Mill.
Although the material is arranged chronologically, and a lot of attention will be dedicated
to situating the theories we will be discussing in their historical context, there are also some
overarching themes that run across the syllabus, and which will provide the ‘lenses’
through which the material will be approached. One way to capture this broad set of themes
is to see the course as exploring the multiple ways in which the relationship between three
key concepts – justice, freedom and power – has been successively imagined and
reconfigured over the course of the history of western political thought.
Methodologically, the course will be based on a close reading of specific sections from the
texts mentioned below. A decision has been made to limit the number of required readings
to a minimum (max 30-40 pages per session), but students will be required to read
everything very carefully for each week, because most of the class lectures will revolve
around a detailed analysis of the readings assigned.
LEARNING OBJECTIVES: Compare, contrast and critique political ideas, philosophers,
processes and behaviors. Explain distinction between normative and empirical
explanations of political phenomena. Discuss how political theory shapes national
discourse.

EVALUATION
a) Midterm exam (40%)
At the end of the first part of the course an in-class mid-term exam will be set. The exam
will consist of two compulsory comparative questions relating to the readings covered up
to that date. Participation in this exam is compulsory and grades will be returned a week
after the due date.
b) Final exam (40%)
During the last class of the course an in-class final exam will be set, based on the reading
materials but also inviting further reflection. The exam will consist of two compulsory
comparative questions relating to the readings and class discussions from the whole course.
Participation in this exam is compulsory and grades will be returned by May 30th.
c) Class participation (20%)
Since the purpose of the class is to stimulate collective reflection and debate, students will
be required to actively participate in class discussion. The quality of participation in this
exercise will be evaluated by the instruction and assigned a grade.
d) Attendance
Attendance in this class is compulsory and will be monitored. After the first three absences
without a doctor’s note the student’s final grade will be reduced by one point at every
further absence. (Note: lateness of more than 5 minutes after the start of the class will be
counted as an absence, so please regulate your watches and be on time!)

READING ASSIGNMENTS
All reading assignments will be scanned by the Professor (from OER sources) and
circulated with the students via Blackboard contents.

CLASS AND READING SCHEDULE
M 31 Aug: Introduction: course overview.
W 2 Sep – Plato: ‘The Republic’ (selections)
W 9 Sep – Aristotle: ‘The Politics’ (selections)
M 14 Sep – Polybius: ‘The Histories’ (selections)
W 16 Sep – Cicero: ‘On Duties’ (selections)
M 21 Sep – (Guest Lecture by Federico Rampini)
W 23 Sep – The Bible: ‘Exodus’ (selections)
W 30 Sep – St Paul: ‘Letter to the Romans’ (selections)
M 5 Oct – Augustine: ‘City of God’ (selections)
W 7 Oct – Aquinas: ‘Summa Theologica’ (selections)
W 14 Oct – Review
M 19 Oct – MID-TERM EXAM (during class time)
W 21 Oct – Machiavelli: ‘The Prince’ (selections)
M 26 Oct – Hobbes: ‘Leviathan’ (selections)
W 28 Oct – Locke: ‘Second Treatise of Government’ (selections)
M 2 Nov – Rousseau: ‘The Social Contract’ (selections)
W 4 Nov – Montesquieu: ‘The Spirit of the Laws’ (selections)
M 9 Nov – Tocqueville: ‘Democracy in America’ (selections)
W 11 Nov – Marx: ‘On the Jewish Question’ (selections)
M 16 Nov – Mill: ‘On Liberty’ (selections)
W 18 Nov – Weber: ‘Politics as a Vocation’ (selections)
M 30 Nov – Habermas: ‘Between Facts and Norms’(selections)
W 2 Dec – Foucault: ‘The Subject and Power’(selections)
M 7 Dec – Review
W 9 Dec – FINAL EXAMINATION (during class time)

GRADING CRITERIA
(Applicable to mid-term and final exam answers)

A
A structurally sound and original argument, based on a solid and insightful comprehension
of the assigned material. You state your thesis clearly and concisely at the start, in response
to the assigned question. You then proceed to substantiate it convincingly through
arguments arranged in a logical structure designed for the purpose. You also draw from
relevant examples from the assigned reading materials. Overall, the grader gets the
impression that you master the material assigned and are capable of reflecting critically
about it.
B+
A tight argument based on an adequate comprehension of the assigned material. The thesis
is stated clearly at the start and provides an answer to the assigned question, even if it is
not necessarily original or insightful. You provide arguments to substantiate your thesis,
although the structure could be improved. There is adequate reference to the assigned
reading material, which demonstrates comprehension, if not insight. Overall, the grader
gets the impression you have understood the material assigned, even though your critical
reflection on it remains limited.
B
An attempt at an argument based on an uneven comprehension of the assigned material.
There is an overall thesis which is apparent from the start of the paper and addresses the
assigned question, but it is not particularly convincing or insightful. There is an attempt to
substantiate the thesis through arguments, but these are not all sound and not always
arranged in a logical order. There is adequate reference to the assigned reading materials,
but the treatment of it demonstrates some lacunae or misunderstandings.
C+
There are some arguments which reflect some understanding of the assigned materials, but
it is not clear how they cohere in an overall thesis in response to the assigned question. As
a result, parts of your response appear erratic and/or irrelevant to the issue at hand. In
addition, your understanding of the assigned reading material demonstrates some important
limitations and lacunae.
C
There is no clear argument or structure. Some evidence of reading and comprehension of
the assigned reading material is displayed, but this remains very incomplete and erroneous
in significant ways.
D
There is no argument or structure and the understanding of the assigned reading materials
proves to be insufficient.
F
The required task has not been completed or evidence of plagiarism has been found.
[NOTE: Failure to participate or hand in any of the required assignments will result
in an automatic F grade for that exercise.]

